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1
RACK ORIENTATION DETECTION WITH
MULTIPLE TAGS

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 61/768,350, filed on Feb. 22, 2013 and U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 61/894,769, filed on Oct. 23, 2013, both
of'which are herein incorporated by reference in their entirety
for all purposes.

BACKGROUND

Sample containers may be transported by automated sys-
tems in various areas of a laboratory system. Such areas may
include input, distribution, centrifuge, decapper, aliquotter,
output, sorting, recapping, and secondary tube lift areas.
Sample containers may include sample tubes that may con-
tain material for medical analysis, such as blood, serum, gel,
plasma, etc. Sample containers may be placed in a rack, tray
or sample carrier for storage, processing or for ease of trans-
portation. Racks, trays and sample carriers may also be
placed in drawers in specific arrangements to accommodate
various workflows or classifications of samples.

Operators of laboratory automation systems can use
sample racks to arrange samples in a particular pattern and
order to enable the automation equipment to remove samples
from these racks based upon their position within the pattern.
Likewise, the automation equipment can place samples and
sample containers into racks in a particular pattern and order
to enable the operator to remove the samples from the racks in
a specific pattern and order. If the operator does not orient a
rack correctly on the automation equipment, then it is difficult
to associate the correct positions within the rack to the sample
containers in the rack.

A known solution to overcome the above problem provides
loading the racks onto the automation equipment in a unique
orientation. A unique feature of the rack can be matched with
a mating feature on the automation equipment to accomplish
the unique orientation. However, this solution may be frus-
trating for the operator. It may take multiple attempts for the
operator to install the rack onto the automation equipment to
obtain the desired orientation.

Another solution, as described by patent application US
2011095864 works for racks having two possible orienta-
tions. A square rack having equal length sides could be placed
onto the automation equipment in four different orientations.
However, with this solution only two out of four possible
orientations can be identified. Thus, conventional approaches
could be improved.

Embodiments of the invention address these and other
problems, individually and collectively.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Embodiments of the invention provide systems and meth-
ods that allow an operator to load racks in numerous locations
and orientations. An automation system may automatically
determine the locations and orientations of the racks (or other
sample carrier), as well as any samples of sample containers
in the racks.

Embodiments of the invention relate to systems and meth-
ods for detecting the orientation of sample carriers or racks
using two or more RFID tag antennas. In some embodiments,
one or two dimensional matrix of equally spaced RFID reader
antennas may be positioned beneath or within an area on
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which the sample carriers are placed. The first RFID tag
defines the origin of the sample carrier and its characteristics
(e.g., geometry). The second and additional RFID tags define
the orientations of the sample carrier relative to the matrix of
the RFID reader antennas. At least two of the RFID tags on the
rack can uniquely align with two antennas on the matrix of
RFID reader antennas. The system energizes each reader
antenna and associates the RFID tags aligned with them to the
RFID reader antenna’s physical position. The number of
detectable locations and orientations is dependent upon the
number and spacing of the RFID tag antennas on the rack and
the RFID reader antennas within the reader matrix.

One embodiment of the invention is directed to a sample
carrier comprising two or more recesses to hold samples or
sample containers and two or more RFID tags. At least one
out of the two or more RFID tags defines the origin of the
sample carrier and the remaining RFID tags define the orien-
tation of the sample carrier.

One embodiment of the invention is directed to a system
comprising a sample carrier comprising two or more recesses
to hold sample containers and two or more RFID tags,
wherein at least one out of the two or more RFID tags defines
the origin of the sample carrier and the remaining RFID tags
define the orientation of the sample carrier, and a RFID reader
antenna matrix, wherein the RFID reader antenna matrix
comprises multiple RFID antennas. The RFID reader anten-
nas matrix is positioned beneath or within an area on which
the sample carrier is placed. At least two of the RFID tags on
the sample carrier align uniquely with at least two antennas on
the RFID reader antenna matrix.

Another embodiment of the invention is directed to a
method for using the above-described system. The method
may include placing a sample carrier with two or more RFID
tags on a platform with an antenna reader matrix, which is
activated. A set (e.g., one or more) of antenna readers in the
antenna reader matrix then reads information in at least one of
the RFID tags, and a processor can determine where the
sample carrier is located and can also determine the orienta-
tion of the sample carrier relative to a reference point. The two
or more RFID tags of the sample carrier may be aligned with
the antenna reader matrix in such a way that each of the at
least two RFID tags is brought into close proximity to an
individual RFID reader antenna of the RFID reader antenna
matrix.

One embodiment of the invention is directed to a universal
mount device comprising a mount body comprising a plural-
ity of patterned features. The plurality of patterned features
are capable of positioning sample carriers of different sizes
and/or capable of positioning sample carriers at different
locations on the mount body. An RFID reader matrix is
coupled to the mount body. The RFID reader matrix may be
coupled to the mount body in any suitable manner. For
example, in embodiments of the invention, the RFID reader
matrix may be embedded within the mount body, in recesses
in the mount body, or attached to an outer surface (e.g., top or
side surfaces) of the mount body. The RFID reader matrix
comprises a plurality of RFID reader antennas. The terms
RFID reader antenna matrix, reader antenna matrix, RFID
reader matrix and reader matrix are used interchangeably in
this specification.

Another embodiment of the invention is directed to a sys-
tem comprising a universal mount device comprising a mount
body comprising a plurality of patterned features and an
RFID reader antenna matrix coupled to the mount body. The
RFID reader antenna matrix comprises a plurality of RFID
reader antennas. The system also comprises a sample carrier
comprising a carrier body, a carrier locating feature associ-
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ated with the carrier body, a carrier orientation feature asso-
ciated with the carrier body, and an RFID tag coupled to the
carrier body. The sample carrier is capable of being posi-
tioned by interfacing one or more of the patterned features
with the carrier locating feature and the carrier orientation
feature.

One embodiment of the invention is directed to a method
for using the above-described system. The method comprises
placing the sample carrier on the universal mount device,
such that the one or more patterned features interface with the
carrier locating feature and the carrier orientation feature. The
method may include placing a sample carrier with one or
more RFID tags on a platform with a universal mount device
and an RFID reader antenna matrix, which is activated. A set
(e.g., one or more) of antenna readers in the RFID reader
antenna matrix then reads information in at least one of the
RFID tags, and a processor can determine where the sample
carrier is located and can also determine the orientation of the
sample carrier.

In one embodiment of the invention, a location of a sample
carrier can be detected using a physical control device for
orientation. For example, a universal mount device can con-
trol the location of a rack at one or more positions in a plane.
An array or matrix of RFID reader antennas matching the
positions of the universal mount device in the plane can be
used to read the RFID tag coupled to a rack body. Since the
geometric location of each of the universal mount device’s
positions is known, the location of the correlating reader
antenna is also known. When a tag is centered over any of
these positions, only one reader antenna of the array can read
the RFID tag. The location of the reader antenna that reads the
rack’s tag allows the location of the reading antenna to be
correlated to the location of the rack in the plane. Thus the
geometric location of a rack on the universal mount device
can be detected.

In another embodiment, use of two or more strategically
placed RFID tags on a rack permits the detection of a rack’s
orientation when coupled with a universal mount device and
RFID reader antenna array or matrix. One of the RFID tags
may be used to determine the location of the rack. If the RFID
reader antenna array is two dimensional, a second RFID tag
spaced a distance from the first RFID tag equal to the distance
between adjacent reader antennas in the array permits the
orientation to be ascertained. Ifthe RFID reader antenna array
is one dimensional and a rack is square and the rack may be
oriented in up to four possible orientations, the addition of a
third antenna permits the detection of the orientation of the
rack in any of the four possible orientations.

These and other embodiments of the invention are
described in further detail below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A further understanding of the nature and advantages of the
different embodiments may be realized by reference to the
following drawings.

FIG. 1A illustrates a block diagram of a laboratory system.

FIG. 1B illustrates a block diagram of components of auto-
mation equipment.

FIG. 2A illustrates an exemplary rack with two RFID tags
in one embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2B illustrates an exemplary rack with three RFID tags
in one embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 3A illustrates different orientations for a rack using a
two-dimensional reader antenna matrix, in one embodiment
of the invention.
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FIG. 3B illustrates different orientations for a rack using a
one-dimensional reader antenna matrix, in one embodiment
of the invention.

FIG. 3C-1 shows a rack placement area with a grid.

FIG. 3C-2 shows a rack placement area with a grid and a
one-dimensional array of RFID antennas.

FIG. 3C-3 shows a square shaped rack (recesses for sample
tubes are not shown) 380 with an origin RFID tag, and a first
orientation RFID tag, and a second orientation RFID tag.

FIG. 3C-4 shows examples of valid rack placements on the
grid.

FIG. 4 illustrates a 60° orientation for a rack using a two-
dimensional reader antenna matrix, in one embodiment of'the
invention.

FIG. 5A illustrates a top plan view of a universal mount
device, in one embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 5B illustrates a perspective view of an exemplary rack
on a universal mount device, in one embodiment of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 5C illustrates an exemplary rack comprising a carrier
location feature and a carrier orientation feature, in one
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 illustrates exemplary rack sizes compatible with the
universal mount device, in embodiments of the invention.

FIGS. 7A-7B illustrate exemplary rack/tray arrangements
on the universal mount device, in embodiments of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 8 illustrates a block diagram of an exemplary com-
puter apparatus.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Laboratory automation systems provide automated sample
loading, sorting and unloading/transporting to minimize
manual handling. Samples may need to be transported to
other instruments or lab sections for storage, further process-
ing or disposal. An operator of a laboratory automation sys-
tem can associate a specific position within a sample carrier or
rack to a specific position within a laboratory automation
system. Current solutions allow loading the racks onto the
automation equipment in a predefined manner using
mechanical structures and orientation features, thus limiting
the options for orientation of the rack onto the automation
equipment.

In order to manage the traceability of samples by position
within a rack, a correlation between each position in the rack
and the automation equipment loading the rack needs to be
made. Consequently, both the location of a rack in a plane and
the orientation of the rack within that plane need to be com-
municated to the laboratory automation equipment.

There are at least two ways to communicate location and
orientation information to the laboratory automation equip-
ment. In the first way, the location and orientation of a sample
carrier can be physically controlled so that the automation
equipment knows the location of the sample carrier and can
correlate that location to specific positions in that sample
carrier. In a second way, the location and/or orientation of the
sample carrier can be detected relative to a physical location
and that physical location can be correlated to positions in the
sample carrier.

Embodiments of the invention relate to systems and meth-
ods detecting the physical location and/or orientation of a
sample carrier. In a first set of embodiments, the location and
orientation of the rack can be detected relative to a physical
location and can be correlated to a position in a sample carrier.
This can be done, for example, by using two or more strate-
gically placed RFID tags onthe sample carrier. In a second set
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of embodiments, the location and/or orientation of a sample
carrier can be detected relative to a physical location and can
be correlated to a position in a sample carrier. This can be
accomplished using, for example, a mount body with a num-
ber of patterned features.

Before discussing specific embodiments of the invention,
some descriptions of some terms may be useful.

A “body” of a sample carrier or “sample carrier body” may
include any suitable structure that can hold samples. In some
cases, a body may comprise a number of recesses (e.g., slots,
wells, etc.), where the recesses can hold samples or containers
which can hold samples. Suitable examples of sample carrier
bodies may include rack bodies and microtiter plate bodies.
Suitable bodies may be made of any suitable material includ-
ing glass, plastic, ceramic, etc. They may also comprise an
anti-static material to reduce the likelihood that static elec-
tricity may be present during use.

An “RFID tag” can include any suitable device that uses
radio-frequency electromagnetic fields to transfer data. In
some embodiments, a tag can contain electronically stored
information. Some tags are powered by and read at short
ranges (up to a few meters) via magnetic fields (electromag-
netic induction). Others can use a local power source such as
a battery, or else have no battery but collect energy from the
interrogating EM field, and then act as a passive transponder
to emit microwaves or UHF radio waves (i.e., electromag-
netic radiation at high frequencies).

A “matrix” may include an array of elements, where the
elements in the array are spaced apart from each other. The
spacing between the elements in a matrix may be regular or
irregular. Suitable matrices may be in the form of a one
dimensional array of elements or a two-dimensional array of
elements.

A “recess” may include a space of predefined dimensions
in a body. A recess can be inthe form of ahole or slot, and may
be of any suitable size or shape.

FIG. 1A illustrates a high level block diagram of a labora-
tory system 100. The system may include automation equip-
ment. The laboratory system 100 may include automation
equipment 104, and a plurality of sample carriers 106, and a
loading and unloading platform 108.

The automation equipment 104 may include any suitable
number of apparatuses including at least one of a sorting,
capping, decapping, archiving, aliquoting, etc. apparatuses. It
may also comprise container handling apparatuses such as
robots that can transfer sample containers. The automation
equipment 104 may also comprise one or more computers/
servers to automate various functions by utilizing one or more
robotic systems. The computer apparatus in the automation
equipment 104 may also comprise or be coupled to a database
of'information. The database of information may store infor-
mation about the types of sample carriers used in the system,
the respective sample carrier geometry information, the ori-
entations of the sample carriers on the platform 108, and the
locations of the sample carriers on the platform 108.

An operator 102 may use sample carriers 106 to arrange
sample containers (i.e., sample tubes) in a particular order and
pattern to enable the automation equipment 104 to deposit
and/or remove sample containers or samples from the sample
carriers 106. The samples or the sample containers may be
present in a specific pattern and order in each sample carrier
106. The operator 102 may further load the racks 106 onto a
loading/unloading platform 108 coupled to the automation
equipment 104. For example, the loading/unloading platform
108 may be part of an input module of the automation equip-
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ment 104 where the samples may be loaded for further pro-
cessing, such as, sorting, capping, decapping, archiving, ali-
quoting, etc.

FIG. 1B shows a block diagram of some components in
automation equipment 104. The automation equipment 104
may include two or more sample processing devices 104A
such as sorting, capping, decapping, archiving, aliquoting,
etc. devices, as well as devices that can move samples or
sample containers (e.g, robots, pipettors, etc.). A computer
apparatus 104B may serve as a controller and may control the
various sample processing devices.

The computer apparatus 104B may comprise a data pro-
cessor 104B-1 coupled to a computer readable medium
104B-2. The computer readable medium 104B-2 may com-
prise any suitable combination of devices that can store data
using any suitable data storage mechanism (e.g., electrical,
magnetic, optical, etc.). The computer readable medium
104B-2 may comprise a number of software modules includ-
ing an activation module 104B-2A for activating reader
antennas in a reader array. The computer readable medium
104B-2 may also include a type, location and orientation
determination module 104B-2B which can be used, in con-
junction with the processor 104B-1 to determine the type,
location and orientation of the sample carriers after receiving
information about which reader antennas detected RFID tags
associated with sample carriers. Lastly, the computer read-
able medium 104B-2 may also include a sample carrier loca-
tion database 104B-2C which may store the locations of the
sample carriers 106 after their locations and orientations have
been detected. It is noted that embodiments of the invention
are not limited to the specific modules or databases described,
but may include more than the specifically described modules
and databases.

1. Embodiments Utilizing at Least Two RFID Tags

Some embodiments of the invention utilize a Radio Fre-
quency Identification (RFID) system for detecting the orien-
tation of a rack (or other type of sample carrier) for sample
containers in a laboratory automation system. In some
embodiments of the invention, the rack possesses two or more
RFID tags that define the direction of orientation of the rack.
A one or two dimensional matrix of preferably equally spaced
RFID reader antennas may be positioned beneath or within an
area on which racks may be placed. The RFID antennas may
be spaced apart from each other such that neighboring RFID
tags to an RFID tag that is activated by a reader antenna are
not activated by the reader antenna when the RFID tag is
aligned with the reader antenna. A first RFID tag attached to
the body of the rack can correspond to the rack origin and a
second RFID tag attached to the body of the rack is placed at
a pre-determined distance from the first RFID tag. The pre-
determined distance matches the distance between at least
two antennas in a reader matrix. In some embodiments the
distance between any two RFID tags may match the distance
between two RFID reader antennas. The matrix and the RFID
reader antennas in the matrix may be electrically coupled to a
computer apparatus.

The RFID tags may be attached to the body in any suitable
manner. For example, the RFID tags may be attached to the
body by affixing the two or more RFID tags to a surface of the
body, embedding the two or more RFID tags within the body,
or allowing the RFID tags to reside in recesses in the body.

As noted above, the first RFID tag defines the origin of the
rack and its geometry. The first RFID tag may comprise a
memory. In some embodiments, the memory may be used to
store the characteristics (e.g., geometry) of the rack. The
second and additional RFID tags can be used to define the
orientations of the rack relative to the matrix of RFID reader
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antennas. The second and additional RFID tags can each have
a unique value, defining a particular direction within the
rack’s frame of reference relative to the rack’s origin. At least
two of the RFID tags of the rack can uniquely align with at
least two antennas in an underlying reader matrix in a loading/
unloading platform. Thus, the location of the rack and its
orientation relative to the RFID reader antenna matrix may be
ascertained using embodiments of the invention. Also, using
embodiments of the invention, the operator can load racks in
numerous locations and orientations, thus providing benefits
over conventional systems.

In some embodiments, the use of two or more strategically
placed RFID tags on a rack body permits the detection of a
rack’s orientation when coupled with a universal base frame
and an RFID reader antenna array. As noted above, one of the
tags can be used to determine the location of the rack. If the
RFID reader antenna array is two dimensional, a second tag
spaced at a distance from the first tag equal to the distance
between adjacent reader antennas in the reader array permits
the orientation of the rack to be ascertained. Also, if the RFID
reader antenna array is one dimensional, and a rack is square
and thus may be oriented in up to four possible orientations,
the addition of a third RFID tag in/on the rack body permits
the detection of the orientation of the rack in any of the four
possible orientations.

The operation of an RFID system can be briefly described
before discussing embodiments of the invention. An RFID tag
may be include a small electronic chip and an antenna. Indi-
vidualized data may be encoded in the electronic chip of the
RFID tag. Tags such as these may be incorporated into a
sample carrier. RFID tags may be active or passive. An active
RFID tag may include a power supply to boost the effective
operating range whereas a passive tag may function merely
with the transmitted power from the RFID reader antenna.

The platform upon which the sample carrier is placed may
have a matrix of RFID reader antennas. An RFID reader
antenna can include a radio frequency transmitter and
receiver that may be controlled by and electrically coupled to
a computer apparatus. The RFID reader antenna emits short
range radio frequency (RF) signals. The emitted RF signals
provide a means for communicating with the RFID tag and
provide the RFID tag with power so that the RFID tag can
provide a communication back to the RFID reader antenna.
When an RFID tag passes through the field of a scanning
RFID reader antenna, it detects an activation signal from the
RFID antenna. The activation signal wakes up the RFID tag
and the RFID tag transmits the information stored in its elec-
tronic chip to the scanning RFID antenna. The RFID antenna
does not require the RFID tag to be in line of sight to read its
stored data.

FIG. 2A illustrates an exemplary rack 200 according to an
embodiment of the invention. The rack comprises two RFID
tags.

The exemplary rack 200 comprises a body 220 with a
square shaped planar cross-section. In this example, the body
220 comprises 16 slots (recesses) for holding sample contain-
ers, configured as columns (1-4) 204 and rows (A-D) 206. A
slot 202 marks a reference point for row A and column 1. The
exemplary rack 200 further comprises a first RFID tag 208
and a second RFID tag 210. Each of the first RFID tag 208 and
the second RFID tag 210 may contain electronically stored
information that may be read by a RFID reader antenna. In
some embodiments, the first and second RFID tags 208 and
210 may each include an integrated circuit for storing and
processing information and an antenna for receiving and
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transmitting signals. The terms “RFID tag antennas”, “RFID
tags” and “tags” are used interchangeably in this specifica-
tion.

The body 220 may have any suitable shape including a
circular, square or rectangular vertical or horizontal cross
section in some embodiments of the invention. It may have
any suitable number of slots for holding sample containers,
e.g. sample tubes or micro titer plates, in any suitable arrange-
ment. In some embodiments, the slots may be arranged as an
array, with equal or unequal numbers of rows and columns.

In one embodiment, the first RFID tag 208 contains infor-
mation that defines the origin of the rack 200 and its geometry.
The second RFID tag 210 can be used to define the orientation
of the rack 200. In some embodiments, the distance between
the first RFID tag 208 and the second RFID tag 210 is con-
figured so that the orientation of the rack 200 can be deter-
mined when the first and second RFID tags 208, 210 are
aligned with corresponding reader antennas (not shown) in a
matrix of reader antennas in a loading/unloading platform
(not shown).

FIG. 2B illustrates an exemplary rack 201 with three RFID
tags according to another embodiment of the invention. In this
embodiment, the rack 201 may comprise a third RFID tag 212
in addition to the previously described first and second RFID
tags 208 and 210. The third RFID tag 212 may be similar to at
least the second RFID tag 210 and may help further define
orientation of the rack 201. The locations of the second RFID
tag 210 and the third RFID tag 212, with respect to the first
RFID tag 208 may be chosen so that at least two of the first,
second, and third RFID tags 208, 210 and 212 uniquely align
with at least two separate reader antennas in an antenna
matrix to determine orientation (and/or location) of the rack
200 on a platform.

Different RFID reader antenna configurations may be used
to determine rack orientation as discussed with reference to
FIGS. 3A-3B.

FIG. 3A illustrates how different orientations of a rack
comprising two RFID tags can be determined by using a
two-dimensional reader antenna matrix.

As shown in FIG. 3A, an exemplary arrangement 300
illustrates reader antennas 318 configured in a two dimen-
sional matrix. The arrangement 300 may be present in a
loading/unloading platform for a plurality of sample carriers.

As shown in FIG. 3A, a square rack 310 may be placed in
four different orientations as shown by reference numbers
302, 304, 306 and 308. These different orientations may
correspond to 0, 90, 180, and 270 degrees of rotation, respec-
tively. The rack 310 shown in FIG. 3A can have a similar
configuration as the rack 200 shown in FIG. 2A. The rack 310
in FIG. 3A comprises a first RFID tag 314 and a second RFID
tag 316. The first RFID tag 314 is at a center portion of the
rack 310, while the second RFID tag 316 is proximate an edge
of the rack and is proximate a midpoint of the edge.

Reference number 312 marks a corner with frame of ref-
erence for the rack 310. In some embodiments of the inven-
tion, reader antennas 318 may be positioned beneath or within
an area on which rack 310 is placed. For example, the reader
antennas 318 may be positioned beneath loading/unloading
platform 108 where the rack 310 may be placed as part of the
racks 106 so that the automatic equipment 104 can load or
unload sample containers in the rack 310. The loading/un-
loading platform may take any form, including a horizontal
plane in a large drawer or on a countertop. In one embodi-
ment, the reader antennas 318 may be communicatively
coupled to a computer (e.g., in the automatic equipment 104)
for controlling the orientation and location of the rack 310.
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In one embodiment of the invention, the first RFID tag 314
defines the origin of the rack 310 and its geometry. The
second RFID tag 316 can be used with the first RFID tag to
define the orientation of the rack 310 relative to the two
dimensional matrix of the RFID reader antennas 318. In some
embodiments, the second RFID tag 316 may comprise a
unique value, e.g. in its ID, defining a particular direction
within the frame of reference 312 relative to the origin of the
rack 310. The first and second RFID tags 314 and 316 in the
rack 310 can uniquely align with two antennas in the reader
matrix 318 so that the location and the orientation of the rack
310 can be determined. In one embodiment, a computer (e.g.,
in automatic equipment 104) coupled to the reader antennas
318 may be configured to activate each reader antenna 318.
The computer may also be configured to associate the first and
second RFID tags with the reader antennas 318 in the reader
antenna matrix to the reader antennas’ physical locations.
Due to the limited reading range of the reader antennas 318,
in embodiments of the invention, the accidental reading of tag
antennas aligned with adjacent reader antennas is avoided,
thus minimizing reader collisions.

In the first exemplary configuration 302, the first RFID tag
314 is aligned with a reader antenna 320 and the second RFID
tag 316 is aligned with a reader antenna 322. The exemplary
configuration 302 indicates 0° rotation of the rack 310 based
on the rack origin from the first RFID tag 314 and a direction
from the second RFID tag 316 relative to the matrix of reader
antennas 318. The automated equipment 104 may detect that
the rack 310 is orientated 0° relative to the frame of reference
312.

In the second exemplary configuration 304, the second
RFID tag 316 is aligned with another reader antenna 324. The
exemplary configuration 304 indicates a 90° rotation of the
rack 310, relative to the orientation of the rack 310 in the
configuration 302. The second exemplary configuration is
based on the rack origin from the tag 314 and a direction to the
tag 316 relative to the matrix of reader antennas 318. The
automated equipment 104 may detect that the rack 310 is
orientated 90° relative to the orientation of the rack 310 in the
first configuration 302 and the frame of reference 312.

In the third exemplary configuration 306, the second RFID
tag 316 is aligned with another reader antenna 326. The third
exemplary configuration 304 indicates 180° rotation of the
rack 310 relative to the orientation of the rack 310 in the first
exemplary configuration 302. The third exemplary orienta-
tion may be based on a direction from the origin of the rack
210 from the first RFID tag 314 to the second RFID tag 316,
relative to the matrix of reader antennas 318. The automated
equipment 104 may determine that the rack 310 is orientated
180° relative to the frame of reference 312.

In the fourth exemplary configuration 308, the second
RFID tag 316 is aligned with another reader antenna 328. The
exemplary configuration 304 shows a 270° rotation of the
rack 310 relative to the orientation of the rack 310 in the first
exemplary configuration 302. The fourth exemplary configu-
ration is determined using a direction from the rack origin
from the first RFID tag 314 to the second RFID tag 316,
relative to the matrix of reader antennas 318. The automated
equipment 104 may determine that the rack 310 is orientated
270° relative to the frame of reference 312.

FIG. 3A also illustrates a circular rack 330 in four different
configurations that are rotated by 90 degrees as in the square
rack examples described above. Note that the first and second
RFID tags 314 and 316 can be uniquely aligned with two
reader antennas, in order to determine the location and orien-
tation of the rack 330. For example, in the exemplary arrange-
ment 302, the second RFID tag 316 is aligned with a reader
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antenna 332. In the first exemplary configuration 304, the
second RFID tag 316 is aligned with a reader antenna 334. In
the second exemplary configuration 306, the second RFID tag
316 is aligned with a reader antenna 336. In the exemplary
arrangement 308, the second RFID tag 316 is aligned with a
reader antenna 338. Thus, the origin of the rack 310 and its
orientation relative to the RFID reader antenna matrix is
ascertained.

FIG. 3B illustrates different orientations for a rack using a
one-dimensional reader antenna matrix according to one
embodiment of the invention.

In an exemplary arrangement, as shown in FIG. 3B, reader
antennas 342 may be configured in a one dimensional matrix.
Reader antennas 342 may be positioned beneath or within an
area on which rack 310 is placed. For example, the reader
antennas 342 may be positioned beneath or within loading/
unloading platform 108 where the rack 310 may be placed as
part of the racks 106 so that the automatic equipment 104 can
load or unload sample containers in the rack 310. In one
embodiment, the reader antennas 342 may be communica-
tively coupled to a computer (e.g., in the automatic equipment
104) for controlling the orientation and location of the rack
310.

As discussed with reference to FIG. 3A, the first RFID tag
314 defines the origin and geometry of the rack 310 and the
second RFID tag 316 defines a first direction relative to the
origin. A third RFID tag 340 defines a second direction rela-
tive to the origin. The second and third RFID tags 316, 340
can be used to determine and define an orientation of the rack
310 relative to the one dimensional matrix of the RFID reader
antennas 342.

At least two of the RFID tags out of the first, second, and
third RFID tags 314, 316, 340 in the rack 310 align uniquely
with at least two antennas 342 in the reader matrix. For
example, in the exemplary first configuration 302, the first
RFID tag 314 is aligned with a reader antenna 346 and the
second RFID tag 316 is aligned with a reader antenna 344.
The third RFID tag 340 is not aligned with any reader antenna
in this example. In the exemplary second configuration 304,
the RFID tag 314 is aligned with a reader antenna 348 and the
RFID tag 340 is aligned with a reader antenna 350. The
second RFID tag 316 is not aligned with any reader antenna.
In the third exemplary configuration 306, the first RFID tag
314 is aligned with a reader antenna 352 and the second RFID
tag 316 is aligned with a reader antenna 354. The third RFID
tag 340 is not aligned with any antenna. In the fourth exem-
plary configuration 308, the first RFID tag 314 is aligned with
a reader antenna 358 and the third RFID tag 340 is aligned
with a reader antenna 356. The second RFID tag 316 is not
aligned with any antenna. In one embodiment, a computer
coupled to the reader antennas 342 may activate each reader
antenna 342 and associate the RFID tags that are aligned with
the reader antennas to the orientation and location of the rack
310. Thus, the origin of the rack 310 and its orientation
relative to the RFID reader antenna matrix is ascertained.

Some methods according to embodiments of the invention
may including aligning two or more RFID tags of a sample
carrier with an RFID reader antenna matrix in such a way so
that each of the at least two RFID tags is brought into close
proximity to an individual RFID reader antenna. The pres-
ence, the position, and the characteristics (e.g., the sample
carrier geometry) of the sample carrier can be detected with
the RFID antenna matrix.

In some cases, the sample carrier geometric information
may be obtained directly from the RFID tag that defines the
origin or is obtained from a database comprising a list of
sample carrier types, their respective geometry information,
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and optionally corresponding sample containers or other
objects that can be carried by the sample carrier types. By
using this information, a sample container or sample contain-
ers within a sample carrier can be located in the area. A
sample container transport device such as a gripper unit may
then be manipulated to handle one or more sample containers
within the area.

A display associated with a computer apparatus in electri-
cal communication with the RFID antenna matrix may then
display one or more sample carriers and/or sample containers
in the area on a graphical user interface.

Some embodiments of the invention can have areas for rack
(or other sample carrier) placement (e.g. input or output draw-
ers), where racks can be placed by the user. The areas may be
examples of mount devices for mounting racks. The areas
may be any area (e.g., input area, output area, or a distribution
area) where racks can be placed or exchanged. The areas may
comprise a grid, which defines a variety of valid positions for
rack placement. This grid may be realized by a mechanical
structure, e.g. recesses, pegs, bases, which corresponds to
respective mechanical structures of the racks (e.g. rims, holes,
etc.). The grid will allow the user to freely choose the position
ofrack of various sizes as long as all racks are aligned with the
grid. The orientation of the racks can be determined automati-
cally via a combination of three tags on each rack (one origin
tag (comprising geometric rack information), and two orien-
tation tags, one for each orthogonal axis of rack orientation).

By reading the tags, the system learns what rack is placed
on which segments of the rack placement area. By reading the
memory of the origin RFID tag in the rack, the system learns
e.g. onwhich positions samples containers may be held by the
rack so that a gripper of the system can specifically grip
individual samples. The memory of the origin RFID tag may
also comprise information related to the kind of samples that
fit into the rack, so, e.g., the system can learn from reading the
origin tag that a STAT (short turnaround time) tube rack was
inserted, and that the tubes in the tube rack should be handled
with priority.

These concepts can be described with reference to FIGS.
3C-1, 3C-2, 3C-3, and 3C-4. FIG. 3C-1 shows a rack place-
ment area with a grid 370. FIG. 3C-2 shows a rack placement
area with the grid 370 and a one-dimensional array of RFID
antennas 374. FIG. 3C-3 shows a square shaped rack (re-
cesses for sample tubes are not shown) 380 with an origin
RFID tag 380(a), and a first orientation RFID tag 380(5), and
a second orientation RFID tag 380(c).

FIG. 3C-4 shows examples of valid rack placements on the
grid 370. The rack orientation is automatically detected. For
example, rack 380 can have an origin RFID tag 380(a), and a
first orientation RFID tag 380(5), and a second orientation
RFID tag 380(c). The first orientation RFID tag 380(5) and
second orientation RFID tag 380(c) form a right angle with
respect to the origin RFID tag 380(a). In this example, the
origin RFID tag 380(a) and the second RFID tag 380(c) can
be detected by the underlying RFID antenna matrix. The
orientation of the rack 380 can be determined, because the
origin RFID tag 380(a) is known. The origin RFID tag 380(a)
may comprise information regarding the rack geometry,
including the position of the first orientation RFID tag 380(5)
and second orientation RFID tag 380(c) in relation to the
origin RFID tag 380 (a). In another example, the rack 390 can
have an origin RFID tag 390(a), a first orientation RFID tag
390(b), and a second orientation tag 390(c). In this example,
the origin RFID tag 390(a) and the second orientation RFID
tag 390(c) can be detected.

A general workflow that can be used in embodiments of the
invention is described below. In embodiments of the inven-
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tion, a rack placement area can have a defined grid, indicating
the valid positions for rack placement. The grid may be
defined by e.g. lines or preferably mechanical structures. The
grid is preferably orthogonal, thus limiting the options of
placement orientation of the racks to 4 (0°, 90°, 180°, 270°).
Some racks may be too large in relation to the rack placement
area to be placed in all 4 orientations. In such cases, only two
placement orientations may be possible. Corresponding to
the grid is an array of RFID reader antennas, e.g. one antenna
is placed in each field defined by the grid. The array may also
be only one-dimensional, e.g., a row of RFID antennas along
the longitudinal axis of the rack placement area.

And in some embodiments, a corresponding rack (or other
sample carrier) may have exactly one remaining RFID tag in
addition to an origin RFID tag. Such a rack may, for example,
be used where that rack is placeable in only two possible
orientations on the rack placement area due to a width limi-
tation of the rack placement area in relation to the dimensions
of the rack. In other embodiments, a corresponding rack (or
other sample carrier) may have exactly two remaining RFID
tags in addition to an origin RFID tag. Such a rack may, for
example, be used where the placement orientation of the rack
on the rack placement area is only limited by a grid of valid
positions for rack placement on the rack placement area, but,
at least for some placement positions, not limited by the
boundaries of the rack placement area.

Racks suitable for use on the above rack placement area
can have at least two RFID tags that can align with the antenna
matrix in the rack placement area, when the rack is interfacing
with the grid structures of the rack placement area. The num-
ber of tags applied to the rack can depend on the layout of the
RFID reader antenna matrix of the rack placement area. If at
least two RFID tags are aligned with RFID reader antennas in
every possible placement position of the rack, the orientation
of the rack can be determined unequivocally.

However, a situation is possible, where the orientation of
the rack can also be determined by physical limitations in
combination with only one detected RFID tag. So, for
example, a square shaped rack, corresponding to the size of
3x3 grid cells of the rack placement area, may comprise 4
different RFID tags, each in the middle of each side of the
rack. When the rack placement area is also limited to a width
of 3 grid cells and the reader matrix is located as a one-
dimensional array of RFID reader antennas along one side of
the rack placement area, then in each possible orientation of
the rack only one RFID tag is aligned with an RFID reader
antenna of the RFID reader antenna matrix. However, in this
setup this is sufficient to determine the orientation in which
the rack is placed.

Inthe RFID reading process, RFID antennas are energized.
When an RFID tag is aligned to an antenna in the RFID reader
antenna matrix, it answers back, providing its ID (and inher-
ently its position as the reader position is known). The system
can then request from said RFID tag stored information, e.g.
rack type information.

FIG. 4 illustrates a 60° orientation for a rack using a two-
dimensional reader antenna matrix, in one embodiment of'the
invention. Unlike the prior reader antenna matrix embodi-
ments, the reader antenna matrix is in the form of a circle of
reader antennas. Further, the rack in this example is a one-
dimensional rack with recesses extending only in one direc-
tion.

As illustrated in the FIG. 4, a rack 402 having a one-
dimensional array of recesses comprises a first RFID tag 406
and a second RFID tag 408. In one embodiment of the inven-
tion, the first RFID tag 406 defines the origin of the rack 402
and its geometry. The second RFID tag 408 defines orienta-
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tion of the rack 402 relative to the two dimensional matrix of
RFID reader antennas 410. As shown in FIG. 4, the rack 404
is oriented 60°, counterclockwise, with respect to the rack
402. The rack origin for the rack 404 as marked by the RFID
tag 406 and the RFID tag 408 is aligned with a reader antenna
412.

Embodiments of the invention provide benefits over cur-
rent solutions by utilizing two or more RFID tags and a matrix
of RFID reader antennas such that an operator can load racks
in numerous locations and orientations and the automation
system is able to determine the locations and the orientations
of the racks. The number of detectable locations and orienta-
tions can depend on the number of RFID tag antennas in the
reader matrix, and spacing of the RFID tags in the rack. Thus,
the automation equipment can determine correct association
of position within the rack for removing and depositing the
samples in the rack.

II. Embodiments Using at Least One RFID Tag and a
Physical Structure

Other embodiments of the invention do not need to use at
least two RFID tags in a sample carrier. In other embodiments
of the invention, a universal mount device may be used to
control the location and/or orientation of a rack within a
plane. An RFID tag in the rack may be used to identify the
rack and/or its location.

Referring back to FIG. 1A, the operator 102 of automation
equipment 104 may need to accommodate various worktlows
and/or classifications of sample containers (e.g., sample
tubes). For example, the sample containers may need to be
classified for further processing such as sorting, capping,
decapping, archiving, aliquoting, etc., which may require
different workflows. Hence, it may be desirable for the opera-
tors to have the flexibility of using multiple sizes of the
sample carriers (e.g., racks or trays holding the sample tubes)
with the automation equipment 104 without altering any facet
of the system. For example, the automation equipment 104
may need to place racks or trays with different sizes onto a
drawer (e.g., in an input module). Further, the automation
equipment 104 may need to locate racks or trays with difter-
ent sizes placed on the bottom plane of the drawer so that the
system can access the contents of the sample containers
stored in sample carriers within the drawer.

Conventional solutions allow a single arrangement of rack
types and positions in a drawer. They lack the flexibility of
changing the configuration to match work flow or rack sizes.
Other solutions make use of a base frame structure that allows
for the use of various rack sizes and arrangements. However,
eachbase frame structure may only allow for a single arrange-
ment of rack types and their positions. Consequently, a large
number of base frames may be needed to accommodate the
many variations of rack types and their various positions on
the drawer.

Embodiments of the invention allow the operators flexibil-
ity of using multiple rack sizes and arranging them in differ-
ent ways to accommodate various workflows. In one embodi-
ment, a method is provided that allows for the arrangement of
multiple rack types on a drawer (e.g., in an input module of an
automation system) in various positions using a universal
mount device. The universal mount device may be present in
the drawer or capable of being removed from the drawer or
the input module of an automation system in embodiments of
the invention. In addition, information relating to the racks/
trays, their locations and orientations in the drawer are trans-
mitted to the system which can use this information to move
samples or sample containers to and from the sample carriers
(e.g., racks, trays, etc.).
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One embodiment of the invention is directed to a universal
mount device comprising a mount body comprising a plural-
ity of patterned features. The plurality of patterned features
are capable of positioning sample carriers of different sizes
and/or capable of positioning sample carriers at different
locations on the mount body. In some embodiments, the loca-
tions may be predefined. An RFID reader antenna matrix is
coupled to the mount body. The RFID reader antenna matrix
may be coupled to the mount body in any suitable manner. For
example, in embodiments of the invention, the RFID reader
antenna matrix may be embedded within the mount body, in
recesses in the mount body, or attached to an outer surface
(e.g., top or side surfaces) of the mount body. The RFID
reader antenna matrix comprises a plurality of RFID reader
antennas. In embodiments ofthe invention, patterned features
associated with the mount body ensure that an RFID tag
associated with the sample carrier (e.g., a rack) aligns with a
defined reader antenna (of the matrix) in the mount body,
when the sample carrier is placed at a defined (by patterned
feature) position on the mount body. The RFID tag can com-
prise information regarding the dimensions of the sample
carrier in some embodiments of the invention.

FIG. 5A illustrates a top plan view of a universal mount
device according to one embodiment of the invention.

In one embodiment, an exemplary apparatus 500 includes
a universal mount device 502 and a rack 504 that may be
mounted on the universal mount device 502 in multiple posi-
tions. In one embodiment, the universal mount device 502
may include a mount body 520 and an RFID reader antenna
matrix 514 comprising a plurality of RFID reader antennas
516 coupled to the mount body 520. The mount body 520 may
be in the form of a planar structure, and the RFID reader
antennas 516 may be embedded within the mount body 520 or
attached to its upper side or underside. The mount body 520
may be made of any suitable material including any suitable
polymeric material. The mount body 520 may have any suit-
able shape that allows arranging of different types/sizes of
racks or trays that can be accessed by the automation equip-
ment 102. For example, the mount body 520 may have a
circular, square, or a rectangular surface area in some
embodiments of the invention.

In FIG. 5A, the universal mount device 502 comprises
eight patterned features 518. Each patterned feature 518 may
include one or more mount locating features 522 (e.g., in the
form of walls of a rectangle) and a mount orientation feature
524, e.g. extending from one of the walls. The patterned
features 518 may be raised or recessed, relative to another
major surface of the mount body 520, by any suitable dis-
tance.

FIG. 5B illustrates a perspective view of the rack 504
mounted on the universal mount device 502, in one embodi-
ment of the invention. It will be understood that the rack 504
can be mounted on any of the eight patterned features 518 of
the universal mount device 502. In some embodiments, at
least one valid position of the rack 504 on the universal mount
device 502 can be defined based on the patterned features of
the universal mount device 502.

FIG. 5C illustrates the rack 504 comprising a carrier loca-
tion feature and a carrier orientation feature, in one embodi-
ment of the invention.

As illustrated in FIG. 5C, the rack 504 may comprise a
carrier body 512, an RFID tag 506 coupled to the carrier body
512, a carrier locating feature 508 and a carrier orientation
feature 510 associated with the carrier body 512. The rack 504
is capable of being positioned and oriented by interfacing one
or more of the patterned features of the universal mount
device 502 with the carrier locating feature 508 and the carrier
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orientation feature 510 associated with the carrier body 512.
The rack 504 may hold microtiter plates or as little as one
sample. As shown, the RFID tag 506 may be placed within a
structure that protrudes downward from the top major surface
of'the rack 504. This allows the RFID tag 506 to be as close as
possible to the reader antennas in the reader antenna matrix.

In FIG. 5A, the RFID reader antenna matrix 514 is config-
ured as a one dimensional matrix of equally spaced RFID
reader antennas 516, however, any suitable configuration of
the RFID reader antennas is possible (e.g., two dimensional,
circular, etc.). Further, although FIG. 5A shows equally
spaced RFID reader antennas, in other embodiments, the
RFID reader antennas may be unequally spaced. In this
example, each reader antenna 516 is disposed either inside a
mount locating features or between adjacent pairs of mount
locating features 522. As discussed previously, each of the
RFID reader antennas 516 may be configured as a radio
frequency transmitter and receiver that may be controlled by
a computer or a processing unit. The RFID reader antenna
matrix 514 may be configured to extract information from the
RFID tags that may be affixed to the rack bodies. Such infor-
mation is either directly extracted from the RFID tag’s
memory or from a higher level software database according to
the identified type or ID information of the RFID tag.

In one embodiment of the invention, the universal mount
device 502 is configured to support the mounting of sample
carriers such as racks or trays of different sizes/types. Addi-
tionally, the universal mount device 502 provides for one or
more patterned features 518 on which racks and trays that are
compatible with this feature can be located, for example, by
using the mount locating feature 522 and the mount orienta-
tion feature 524. In an embodiment, a tray may be configured
as an adapter that permits racks or other items that are not
compatible with the patterned feature of the universal mount
device 502 to be located on the universal mount device 502. In
another embodiment, the universal mount device 502 may be
implemented as a permanent feature on the drawer. In another
embodiment, the universal mount device 502 is similar to a
base frame that is removable from the drawer to accommo-
date various rack sizes and types.

In one embodiment, the rack 504 or a tray holding the rack
504 (not shown) is designed to be cooperatively structured
with the patterned feature 518 of the universal mount device
502. The carrier body 512 may have any suitable shape
including a circular, square or rectangular vertical or horizon-
tal cross section to accomplish this. The carrier body 512 may
also have any suitable number of slots or recesses for holding
sample containers, in any suitable arrangement. In some
embodiments, the slots may be arranged as an array, with
equal or unequal numbers of rows and columns.

In one embodiment, the RFID tag 506 may be affixed to the
rack 504 e.g. in a central position such that it aligns with an
RFID reader antenna on the universal mount device 502 when
the rack is placed in such a manner on the universal mount,
that the carrier locating features of the rack and the mount
locating feature of the universal mount are interfacing with
each other. When an RFID tag 506 is brought into close
proximity of the field of a scanning RFID reader antenna 516,
it is activated by the field ofthe scanning RFID antenna and its
ID may be read by the RFID reader antenna. Via software
running on a processor, multiple or specific RFID tags can be
triggered by the RFID reader antenna to transmit the infor-
mation stored on the microchip to be picked up by the scan-
ning RFID antenna. The information associated with the
RFID tags 506 may include a unique identifier of the rack or
tray, information regarding the rack 504 or a tray holding the
rack 504, for example, a color of the rack or tray, a type of the
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rack or tray, geometric information related to the rack or tray
and information regarding the location of one or more posi-
tions on the rack or tray where sample containers or samples
may be held by the rack or tray. Such rack specific informa-
tion may e.g. further comprise information related to sample
tubes that will fit into the respective rack. In one embodiment,
the central position of the RFID tag 506 aligns with an RFID
reader that may be part of the RFID reader antenna matrix
514. The RFID readers in the RFID reader antenna matrix 514
may have limited range that prevents them from reading any
RFID tag other than the one directly over the antenna. As each
antenna in the RFID reader antenna matrix 514 is energized,
some of the RFID reader antennas 516 may read the RFID tag
associated with a rack/tray, while others may not. Since the
patterned feature of the universal mount device 502 is defined
relative to the positions of the RFID reader antennas 516, if an
RFID reader antenna 516 reads an RFID tag, the rack to which
the tag is attached can be associated to a feature position on
the universal mount device 502.

With respect to the universal mount device 502 in FIG. 5A,
a number of wires and other electrical components may con-
nect the RFID reader antenna matrix 514 to a computer appa-
ratus (e.g., the computer apparatus 104B in FIG. 1B). These
wires are not shown for simplicity of illustration, and one of
ordinary skill in the art would know how to provide for any
suitable electrical communication between the RFID reader
antenna matrix 514 and a computer apparatus.

The rack 504 may comprise one or more carrier locating
features 508, and one or more carrier orientation features 510.
The carrier locating features 508 and the carrier orientation
features 510 may be integrally formed with the carrier body
512 as illustrated in FIG. 5C, or they may be separate struc-
tures attached to the carrier body 512. In this example, there
are two locating features in the rack 504, each locating feature
embodied by parallel walls. The parallel walls may interface
(e.g., contact) with the parallel sides of a single patterned
feature 518 or multiple patterned features 518 utilizing the
mount locating feature 522 and the mount orientation feature
524 so that the rack 504 is accurately positioned on the uni-
versal mount device 502. The carrier orientation feature 510
in this example is embodied by a recess in one of the walls of
the rack 504. In other embodiments, the carrier orientation
features may in the form of specific structures such as protru-
sions. The one or more carrier locating features 508 and the
carrier orientation feature 510 allow for the accurate location
and orientation with respect to the one or more patterned
features of the universal mount device 502.

The carrier locating feature 508 and the carrier orientation
feature 510 may have other suitable characteristics. For
example, in one embodiment, the carrier locating feature 508
may be related to the geometrical dimensions (e.g., length and
width) of the rack 504. In one embodiment, the carrier orien-
tation feature 510 may comprise a slot or an opening that may
be used as a reference for placing or locating the rack 504 on
the universal mount device 502 at a specific position. In one
embodiment, the geometric location of the universal mount
device 502 and its patterned feature are defined relative to the
drawer, which help determine the locations of the racks/trays
relative to the drawer. The geometric information regarding
the rack 504 extracted from the RFID tag 506 permits the
identification of the geometric locations of the accessible
sites of the rack 504. The information may be conveyed to the
automation equipment 104 that may use this information to
move the sample containers to and from the rack 504.

FIG. 6 illustrates exemplary rack sizes compatible with the
universal mount device, in accordance with embodiments of
the invention.
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As illustrated, increasing rack sizes 602, 604, 606, 608,
610, 612, 614 and 616 are compatible with the universal
mount device 502. In embodiments of the invention, a rack/
tray size is compatible if it incorporates the patterned feature
of the universal mount device 502. For example, the rack 604
may be similar to the rack 504 with an RFID tag similar to the
RFID tag 506 that can be read by RFID reader antennas of the
RFID reader antenna matrix 514. In some embodiments, one
or more of the rack sizes 602, 604, 606, 608, 610, 612, 614 and
616 denote rack sizes that are compatible with the universal
mount device 502. Racks or other items that do not possess
the patterned feature of the universal mount device 502 can-
not be located or placed on the universal mount device 502. In
some embodiments, each of the racks or trays may have an
RFID tag affixed in a central position that may be detected by
one of the RFID reader antennas of the RFID reader antenna
matrix 514. For example, if a rack as the size designated by
reference number 604, the rack may have a single RFID tag at
a central portion of the rack. When the rack is placed over the
mount locating features 516 that are labeled “1” and “2”, an
RF antenna between these mount locating features 516 can
activate and obtain information from the single RFID tag.
That single RFID tag may store information (e.g., in a
memory) regarding the dimensions of the rack. In this case, a
computer apparatus coupled to the reader antenna will be able
to determine that the rack is currently located over the mount
locating features that are labeled “1”” and “2”.

FIGS. 7A-7B illustrate exemplary rack/tray arrangements
on the universal mount, in embodiments of the invention.

As illustrated in FIG. 7A (which shows top plan views), in
a first exemplary configuration 702, four 6x6 racks may be
arranged on the universal mount device 502. In a second
exemplary configuration 704, one 6x14 rack, one 6x2 rack
and one 6x6 rack may be arranged on the universal mount
device 502. In third exemplary configuration 706, two 6x6
racks and one tray 708 holding twelve 5x1 racks may be
arranged on the universal mount device 502.

In the first exemplary configuration, the rack 710 may have
an RFID tag in a central location in the rack. The RFID tag of
the rack 710 may align with an RFID reader antenna 712 so
that the geometric information regarding the rack 710 is
extracted and associated to a feature position on the universal
mount device 502.

In the third exemplary configuration 706, the sample car-
rier 708 holds twelve 5x1 racks. Each of the 5x1 racks may
not possess the patterned feature of the universal mount
device 502. However, an RFID tag (not shown) affixed to the
sample carrier 708 may be in a central position such that it
aligns with an RFID reader antenna on the universal mount
device 502 and extracts relevant information for identifying
the racks placed in the sample carrier 708 to thereby identify
the sample positions in the racks.

FIG. 7B illustrates a side, perspective view of the exem-
plary universal mount device 502 and configurations 702, 704
and 706 using the universal mount device 502 according to
embodiments of the invention.

As illustrated in FIGS. 7A-7B, embodiments of the inven-
tion allow arranging different sizes/types of racks or trays in
multiple positions using a universal mount device. In embodi-
ments of the invention, a sample carrier is capable of being
positioned by interfacing one or more of the patterned fea-
tures of the universal mount device with the locating feature
and the orientation feature of the sample carrier. Thus,
embodiments of the invention provide flexibility to the opera-
tors of the automation systems by allowing the access of
multiple rack/tray sizes to accommodate various workflows
or classification of samples.
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Further, referring back to FIG. 5A, the mount orientation
feature 524 provides a physical control for detecting the ori-
entation of the rack 504 and the RFID tag 506 allows detect-
ing the location of the rack 504 on the universal mount device
502.In some embodiments, the mount orientation feature 524
of the universal mount device 502 may be combined with the
multiple RFID tags of the rack 200 to determine the location
and orientation of the racks on the universal mount device
502. By utilizing the mount orientation feature for physical
control may allow for fewer RFID reader antennas, since the
position of the rack may be somewhat confined. This can
decrease the complexity and cost of the system, relative to
other configurations.

The various participants and elements described herein
with reference to the figures may operate one or more com-
puter apparatuses to facilitate the functions described herein.
Any of the elements in the above description, including any
servers, processors, or databases, may use any suitable num-
ber of subsystems to facilitate the functions described herein,
such as, e.g., functions for operating and/or controlling the
functional units and modules of the laboratory automation
system, transportation systems, the scheduler, the central
controller, local controllers, etc.

Examples of such subsystems or components are shown in
FIG. 8. The subsystems shown in FIG. 8 are interconnected
via a system bus 805. Additional subsystems such as a printer
804, keyboard 808, fixed disk 809 (or other memory compris-
ing computer readable media), monitor 811, which is coupled
to display adapter 806, and others are shown. Peripherals and
input/output (I/O) devices, which couple to I/O controller 801
(which can be a processor or other suitable controller), can be
connected to the computer system by any number of means
known in the art, such as serial port 807. For example, serial
port 807 or external interface 810 can be used to connect the
computer apparatus to a wide area network such as the Inter-
net, a mouse input device, or a scanner. The interconnection
via system bus allows the central processor 803 to communi-
cate with each subsystem and to control the execution of
instructions from system memory 802 or the fixed disk 809,
as well as the exchange of information between subsystems.
The system memory 802 and/or the fixed disk 809 may
embody a computer readable medium.

Embodiments of the technology are not limited to the
above-described embodiments. Specific details regarding
some of the above-described aspects are provided above. The
specific details of the specific aspects may be combined in any
suitable manner without departing from the spirit and scope
of embodiments of the technology. For example, back end
processing, data analysis, data collection, and other processes
may all be combined in some embodiments of the technology.
However, other embodiments of the technology may be
directed to specific embodiments relating to each individual
aspect, or specific combinations of these individual aspects.

It should be understood that the present technology as
described above can be implemented in the form of control
logic using computer software (stored in a tangible physical
medium) in a modular or integrated manner. Furthermore, the
present technology may be implemented in the form and/or
combination of any image processing. Based on the disclo-
sure and teachings provided herein, a person of ordinary skill
in the art will know and appreciate other ways and/or methods
to implement the present technology using hardware and a
combination of hardware and software.

Any of the software components or functions described in
this application, may be implemented as software code to be
executed by a processor using any suitable computer lan-
guage such as, for example, Java, C++ or Perl using, for
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example, conventional or object-oriented techniques. The
software code may be stored as a series of instructions, or
commands on a computer readable medium, such as arandom
access memory (RAM), a read only memory (ROM), a mag-
netic medium such as a hard-drive or a floppy disk, or an
optical medium such as a CD-ROM. Any such computer
readable medium may reside on or within a single computa-
tional apparatus, and may be present on or within different
computational apparatuses within a system or network.

The above description is illustrative and is not restrictive.
Many variations of the technology will become apparent to
those skilled in the art upon review of the disclosure. The
scope of the technology should, therefore, be determined not
with reference to the above description, but instead should be
determined with reference to the pending claims along with
their full scope or equivalents.

One or more features from any embodiment may be com-
bined with one or more features of any other embodiment
without departing from the scope of the technology.

A recitation of “a”, “an” or “the” is intended to mean “one
or more” unless specifically indicated to the contrary.

All patents, patent applications, publications, and descrip-
tions mentioned above are herein incorporated by reference in
their entirety for all purposes. None is admitted to be prior art.

What is claimed is:

1. A sample carrier comprising:

a body comprising one or more recesses to hold sample
containers or samples; and

two or more RFID tags attached to the body,

wherein at least one of the two or more RFID tags is
adapted to define the origin of the sample carrier and the
remaining RFID tags are adapted to define the orienta-
tion of the sample carrier, wherein the remaining RFID
tags are two RFID tags which form a right angle with the
RFID tag adapted to define the origin, and wherein the
RFID tag adapted to define the origin or one of the
remaining RFID tags comprises information regarding
dimensions of the sample carrier.

2. The sample carrier of claim 1, wherein the at least one
RFID tag that is adapted to define the origin of the sample
carrier comprises a memory storing characteristics of the
sample carrier, and wherein at least two of the two or more
RFID tags are constructed to be activated and read-out by an
RFID reader antenna.

3. The sample carrier of claim 2, wherein the characteris-
tics include a geometry of the sample carrier, and wherein
said at least two RFID tags are spaced apart in such a way that
the at least two RFID tags can each align with corresponding
RFID reader antennas located on or in a mount body upon
which the sample carrier is placeable during use.

4. The sample carrier of claim 1, wherein the sample carrier
is a rack, and the sample containers are sample tubes.

5. The sample carrier of claim 1, wherein the two or more
RFID tags are attached to the body by affixing the two or more
RFID tags to a surface of the body, embedding the two or
more RFID tags within the body, or allowing the RFID tags to
reside in recesses in the body.

6. A system comprising:

a sample carrier comprising a body comprising two or
more RFID tags and two or more recesses to hold
samples or sample containers , wherein at least one of
the two or more RFID tags defines the origin of the
sample carrier and the remaining RFID tag defines the
orientation of the sample carrier; and
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a RFID reader antenna matrix comprising multiple RFID
antennas, wherein the RFID reader antenna matrix is
positioned beneath or within an area on which the
sample carrier is placed,

wherein at least two of the RFID tags of the sample carrier
can align uniquely with at least two RFID antennas of
the RFID reader antenna matrix, when the sample carrier
is placed on said area wherein the sample carrier con-
tains exactly one remaining RFID tag in addition to the
RFID tag that defines the origin, wherein the sample
carrier can only be placed in two possible orientations on
the area due to a width limitation of the area.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein the RFID reader antenna
matrix is configured as a one dimensional matrix of equally
spaced antennas.

8. The system of claim 6, wherein the RFID reader antenna
matrix is configured as a two dimensional matrix of equally
spaced antennas.

9. The system of claim 6, wherein two RFID tags are
spaced at a distance from each other equal to the distance
between adjacent reader antennas in the RFID reader antenna
matrix.

10. The system of claim 6, further comprising a computer
apparatus electrically coupled to the RFID reader antenna
matrix.

11. The system of claim 6, wherein the system is in a
laboratory automation system.

12. The system of claim 11, wherein the area is part of a
drawer in a sample input area or sample output area of the
laboratory automation system.

13. A system comprising:

a sample carrier comprising a body comprising two or
more RFID tags and two or more recesses to hold
samples or sample containers , wherein at least one of
the two or more RFID tags defines the origin of the
sample carrier and the remaining RFID tags define the
orientation of the sample carrier, wherein the sample
carrier contains exactly two remaining RFID tags in
addition to the RFID tag that defines the origin, wherein
aplacement orientation of the sample carrier on the area
is for at least one placement position not limited by
boundaries of the area; and

a RFID reader antenna matrix comprising multiple RFID
antennas, wherein the RFID reader antenna matrix is
positioned beneath or within an area on which the
sample carrier is placed,

wherein at least two of the RFID tags of the sample carrier
can align uniquely with at least two RFID antennas of
the RFID reader antenna matrix, when the sample carrier
is placed on said area.

14. A method of using the system according to claim 6, the

method comprising:

aligning the two or more RFID tags of the sample carrier
with the RFID reader antenna matrix in such a way that
each of the at least two RFID tags is brought into close
vicinity to an individual RFID reader antenna of the
RFID reader antenna matrix.

15. The method of claim 14, further comprising:

detecting a position of the sample carrier using the RFID
reader antenna matrix.

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising:

detecting an orientation of the sample carrier within the
area using the RFID reader antenna matrix.

17. The method of claim 16, further comprising determin-

ing sample carrier geometry information using the RFID tag
that defines the origin.
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18. The method of claim 17, wherein the sample carrier
geometry information is obtained directly from the RFID tag
that defines the origin or is obtained from a database com-
prising a list of sample carrier types, respective sample carrier
geometry information and optionally corresponding sample
containers or other objects that can be carried by the sample
carrier types.

19. The method of claim 18, further comprising:

determining via the sample carrier geometry information

where a sample or a sample container within the sample
carrier may be located in the area.

20. The method of claim 19, further comprising:

manipulating, by a gripper unit, the sample or the sample

container.

21. The method of claim 14, further comprising:

displaying on a graphical user interface at least one sample

carrier that is detected by using the RFID reader antenna
matrix.

22. The method of claim 14, wherein the RFID reader
antennas are designed and spaced apart from each other such
that neighboring RFID tags to an RFID tag that is aligned with
and activated by a reader antenna are not also activated by said
reader antenna.
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23. A system comprising:
a sample carrier comprising:

a body comprising one or more recesses to hold sample
containers or samples; and

two or more RFID tags attached to the body,

wherein at least one of the two or more RFID tags is
adapted to define the origin of the sample carrier and
the remaining RFID tags are adapted to define the
orientation of the sample carrier, wherein the remain-
ing RFID tags are two RFID tags which form a right
angle with the RFID tag adapted to define the origin,
and wherein the RFID tag adapted to define the origin
or one of the remaining RFID tags comprises infor-
mation regarding dimensions of the sample carrier;
and

a RFID reader antenna matrix comprising multiple RFID
antennas, wherein the RFID reader antenna matrix is
positioned beneath or within an area on which the
sample carrier is placed.
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